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## Act I: Separation & Meeting

### Chapter 1 — The Burdened King

The cathedral bells of Astoria rang their morning song across the stone ramparts, their bronze voices carrying the weight of centuries through the mist-shrouded valleys below. King Henry Aldric stood at the towering arched window of his private chapel, his weathered hands clasped behind his back, watching the golden light of dawn pierce the stained glass and cast jeweled patterns across the cold marble floor.

At thirty-four, Henry bore the gravity of a man twice his age. His dark hair, threaded with premature silver at the temples, caught the morning light as he bowed his head in silent prayer. The crown of Astoria—a circlet of ancient gold adorned with sapphires the color of midnight—rested heavily upon the altar before him, as if even it understood the burden of rule that pressed upon his shoulders.

"My lord," came a gentle voice from behind him. Brother Marcus, his spiritual advisor, entered the chapel with measured steps, his brown robes whispering against the stone. "The council awaits your presence."

Henry didn't turn from the window. Below in the courtyard, his subjects went about their morning tasks—merchants setting up their stalls, children chasing chickens between the cobblestones, mothers hanging laundry in the pale sunlight. Their lives seemed so simple, so unburdened by the weight of nations.

"Tell me, Brother Marcus," Henry's voice was deep, resonant with the authority of command yet tinged with a weariness that spoke of sleepless nights, "when does duty end and faith begin? When does serving one's people become a barrier to serving the Divine?"

The monk moved closer, his sandaled feet silent on the marble. "Your Majesty speaks as one troubled by more than matters of state."

Henry finally turned, and Marcus saw the storm clouds gathering in the king's gray eyes—eyes that had witnessed too many battles, signed too many death warrants, made too many impossible choices between the lesser of evils. The king's face, strong-jawed and noble, bore the lines of responsibility etched deep by years of sacrifice.

"I dreamed again last night," Henry said, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "The same dream that has haunted me for months. I stood in a forest of silver trees beneath a light so pure it made my very soul weep with longing. A voice called to me—not with words, but with something deeper. It spoke of pilgrimage, of seeking, of finding what I've lost without ever knowing I'd lost it."

Brother Marcus studied his king's face with the careful attention of one who had guided souls through darkness for decades. "And what do you believe you've lost, my lord?"

Henry moved to the altar, his fingers hovering over the crown without touching it. "My connection to the Divine, perhaps. My ability to hear God's voice above the clamor of politics and war. I rule a kingdom, Brother Marcus, but I fear I've lost my own soul in the process."

The admission hung in the air between them like incense, heavy and sacred. Outside, the cathedral bells continued their ancient song, calling the faithful to morning prayers.

"The kingdom needs me," Henry continued, his voice growing stronger with conviction. "The northern lords grow restless, the eastern territories require more soldiers, the treasury demands careful management. Every day brings a hundred decisions that affect thousands of lives. And yet..." He paused, his eyes distant. "I feel as though I'm drowning in the very power meant to serve others."
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